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Life does not get much better than
riding around the backroads of
America on a Triumph Bonneville
motorcycle in the springtime, writes
WILLIAM VERITY.

“What | would like wdo is use the
time that is coming now to talk
about some things that have come (o
mind.

“We're insuch w humy must of
the time we never get much chance
totalk. The result s a kind of
endless day-to-day shallowness, a
menatony that leaves o person
wondering years later where all the
time went and sorry that i all
gane.

“Now that we do have some
time, and koow it, T wonld like to
use the time 10 talk in some depth
aboul things that seem important.™

[ wish | had written those words.
Maore to the point, T wish I had
thought those thoughts
first ... marybe T did. Hard to say
whether they mirrored my thinking
whien 1 was a teenager or created
them,

Probably a bit of both.

They come from the apening
passage of Zon and the vt of
Muotorcyele Maintenance by Roben
Pirsig, u book ik so profoundly
influenced my life that it scared me
when | re-read it last year after a gap
of 20 years.

Maybe that"s where the urge

Taking aroad tnp on a bike gives you a better feeling for

came from, to get back on a hike, to
shed the obligations of a young
family and fake to the open road. To
fulfil a promise I'minde to myself
wheen Fwas 21 el niding from
Denver to New Orleans on a Ilonda
CB750 - Uat [ would returm,

Call it a mid-life crisis iMyou will,
except you'd be wrong. | know
about crises and this didn't feel like
one, 1L [ell sumply like sumetling 1
had to da.

So the planing began. The initial
plan to wravel from San Franeisco to
Monbana - o mrror of Pusig's
journcy - was quickly abandoned
ufter u weuther website told me that
**April is when Montana gains most
of ils mosture””,

It ether words, it ring and snows
u lot.

1 would take the southerm
option, head for the desert,” my
American cousin and former
ist advised me. 1 ook his

The next obstacle, to find o bike,
was remarkahly easy. A quick
internet search revealed a couple of

 places, the most promising was a
;  bike rental garnge, run by Wollgang,

an amiahle German hackpacker who

& never left,
| H His range included the obvious

- American tourer - 4 Harley
ﬁ\'idﬁml Flectraplide - but itwas a
- little more expensive than another
- dream bike and a lefi-field choice, a
 Triumph Bonneville,

Marmed afier the Bonneyille Salt

ats in Utah, where it achieved
merous motorcycle speed

| 2 cards, il has impeccable Sixties

the world around you - because you becorme part of it

4 THE WEEKENDER, Saturday May 31, 2008

tread

coul - famansly crashed by Bob
Dylanin 1967

A year lter, stunt man Evel
Knievel chose the Triumpl
Bonneville for his attermpl ut
Jumping the Cacsars Palace fountain
in Las Vegas,

Wolfrang asked me where |
wanted to o and, when 1 told Tom,
“‘Ten days down the coast and into
the desert”, he sent me a map with
a sugeesied route highlighted,
demuonstrating that he understoed
another mile of Zen motoreyeling,

Always choose the backrods,

£ Wewant wo make goed time,
bt for us now this is measured with
cmphasis on ‘good” rather than
‘lime’ and when you make Uil shift
in emphasis the whale approach
changes,"" Pirsig writes,

**Roads with little teaffic are more
enjoyable, as well as safer,

““Roads free of drive-ins and
billboureds are hetter, roads where
proves and meadows and orchards
angd lowns come almost to the
shoulder, where kids wave to you
when you ride by, where people
look from their porches to see who
it1s ... where people ask where
you're from and how long vou've
been riding. ™

So the plan was this: Start out in
San Frangisco, head down the
famous Big Sur coast road that
wnds along the base of the Swerra
Newvada mountains, where they meet
the Pacific Ocean.

Then take a loft before reaching
Loz Angeles (a blcak place utierly
devoid of tackronds) and head over
the mountains (o the Mojave Desert,
Death Valley, Tas Vegas, the
Painted Desert and the Grand
Canyon,

Back wia a couple of mountain
mational parks (Yosemite and
Sequota) then down into the fertile
Californian Central Valley. The
place where the oranges and nuts arc
mrown,

With the exeeprion of India and
possibly a couple of Chinese cilies,
there 18 nowhere else on Earth other
than the United States where there's
an unmistakable feeling of beng af
the centre of things

Americans know it too, which is
why 5o many are so ignorant about
the vest of the world, but it's a fanlt
that's undlerstandable, if not
forgivable, o anyone who's

travelled from coast to coast,

It"s o place - to paraphrase poet
Walt Whitrman - (hal contains
multinades, and so much more
comples and interesting than the
Los Angeles and Mew York pap that
s0 dominales movie and TV land.

Far a gtart. you quickly realise
thut unlike m Austrubia, most
Americans live in small towns not
big cities and in communitics and
landscapes so diverse, so
unexperted, so vast as o defy
deseription.

Yel for anyone borm i the 20t
cemury, Anwrican culture has been
50 pervasive tat, even for first-
timiers, it's as if you've been here
before,

Ricling out onthe st day, 1eeach
& junetion i the roud on the way (o
iy fist destination, Clint
Eastwood's home town of Carmel,

The sizn offers me a choice of
rght W Monlerey or lelt wo Salmas,

1"'ve never been here before, vet
both names are so familiar, so
evocative. How many recordings
have | heard that were “live at the
Monterey Juez Festival™™? And
Sahinas, How is that Farmihar?

The words from M and Boliby
MeGiee come mbo my head and then
stay there on constant playback as 1
battle the ferogious gusts blowing
off Monterey Bay:

“Then somewhene near Salinas,
Lord, [ let her slip away,

She was looking for the love and
T hope she finds ™

By the ime [ reach the motel a
Carmel, I'm meditating on the truth
ol the chorus that, * Freedom's just
another word for nothing left to
lpse™ .

Then ir's up at dawn and riding
ong of the world's great motorbike
roads, along the Big Suor, the place
where beatrik Jack Kerouae - suthor
of anather travel classic, (n the
Roaid - sought rehich from fame and
aleahol

His ghost has already impacted
on this jowmey, toasting him with a
glnss of beer at Vesuvio's, the San
Francisco pub that helped to hury
both Kerouae and Welsh poet Dylan
Thomas toan car[y alcohalic grave,

Then the bike takes me east, over
the mountaing and on to the desert
‘where the road stretches straigh
almost to the horizon and gas
stalions are churches of salvation lor

il

Webslte: www. illawarramearcury.corm.au



Stave McQueen (efth was a fan of the Triumph Bonneville, It was 2iso the bike Bob Dylan (centre) was riding when he crashed in *6/ and, a vear late:, bvel Knievel lright) used ope o jur

it ritder with o muximum Gank rnge
of 160kn.

Death Valley, on the castern edge
of Califomia iz nothing it not
extreme and is one of hala doeen
national parks within a few days
drive that need to be experienced,

Sitting on the rim looking into
Death Valley, with the lute:
aflermoon sun warming the hlack
leather jacket on my back, the
Bonneville like a trusty steed beside
me, L fecl ulive,

Chitside of the Sahuara desert, this
15 the hottest place on carth having
recorded a top of $7°C bt is also
capable of dropping to minus 9°C in
winter.

Although it 15 also the driest place
in North America with an average
wnnual ramfall of less than Sem, the
Fact that it is moee than 86m below
sea level means that there are avcas
where permanent wiler exists.

One sueh is the aplly named
Badwater, named by the 19th
century surveyar who took his mule
1o water but couldn™ make it drink.
The springs at the base of the high
valley sides produced water so
saline that few specics can survive.

That is because the waler comes
from distant rain that has leached
through miles of rock, picking up a
rich collection of minerals along the
way,
As the saltwater evapovates in the
hot sun, this creates that fumous flat
salt pans that streteh along the fat
valley floor like & shimmering
mirage of ice.

One can only imagine the
desperation and hravery of those
first European proneers who found
themselves siranded in the valley for
amonth in 18349, inding drinkable
waterat Fumace Creek, still one of
only two small settlements in the
st 80005 km park.

No wander, the myth has them
calling the place Death Valley as
they finally found a way through
wanh westwards to the Califomia
COoasl

Yet, even this harshesl of
environments has supporied human
lifee for thousands of years and
members of the Timbisha tribe still
five ot Furmace Creel, where there is
a campground. gas station and
s,

1t's a surprisingly varied
environment, best visited out of
summer for obvious reasens, but
onee thpt can quili_' vasi Iy tuhe o fow
davs to see properly.

Tluis is & road trip, and T don't
have time.

And maybe this is the point of it
all. The parks, the cities, the
nostalgin of Route 66 are merely the
excuse for something clse-a
physical journey to be sure, but also

'
Website: www.ii[awarramerwlv,mlﬂ.au

amental joumey both back in time
and into the future,

Baclk to all those things that
tormed me half'a lifetime ago - the
bookes, the songs, the preat
American dream of freedom, The
freedom of Pirsig, Kerouae, Funter
S. Thompson, Janis Joplin and the
Gruteful Dead, not the fake freedom
of George Bush that needs war to
sustain it

It's & chanee to be alone for 10
days, talking to no-one, cheeking
that the values arc still sound, that
the life direction 1 still sure.

Bt there's also a paradox about
the motoreyele road trip, that
maoving through the landscape at
speed slows the mind and makes
everything real.

*You see things vacalioning on a
motarcyele in a way that is
completely different from uny
other,"" writes Pirsig,

“In & car you're always in a
compartment, and because you're
used (o 1, wou don't reabise that
through the car window everything
vou sec 15 just more TV,

“You're a passive abserver and it
is all moving by you boringly ina
frame.

“Ona cyele the frame 15 gone,
You're completely in contact with it
all ... the whole experience is never
removed from immediale
consciousness.”

Twish Teould put it better, bt T
ean’t.
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Caesars Palace fountain in Las Viegas.

TOP: Yosemite National Park. ABOVE: Aveiding highways and iraveling on
Toads like Roule 66 offers a view of a differen{ LIS, RIGHT, One of the huge
S20U0I3 trees inthe n2lional park that bears their name.
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